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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 

Written after much review of the official Leppard site Q€A, even more hand-wringing, and still more wondering 
how these boys are even real. Part one of probably four. First Lepfic, but by no means my first attempt at 
bandslash, so you needn\'t be too gentle.! For Ria and Jay, for listening. 


During the entire "HYSTERIA'-four, | went out with Steve in the laundry basket every night. Apparently | was the 
only person who could deal with his claustrophobia! | fold him jokes, reminded him of funny stuff thatd happened 
recently, and so on... 


- Joe Elliott, from defleppardcom 


Basket Cases 


"All right. Hop in" 


Malvin's tone didn't leave much room for argument, and the tempo his fingertips were keeping against the 
cloth-covered skeleton of the laundry basket was anything but relaxed. But Malvin was never at his most 
mellow with fifteen minutes to showtime, the first time they were about to try something that was just 


slightly crazy, to say the least. 


"Alley oop," Phil said, giving Rick a boost that almost sent him headfirst into the basket. Rick glared up at him 
as he sountered smugly towards his own basket, and pointedly ignored the relatively graceful vault that got 


Sav over the edge. 


For his own part, Joe's approach was a bit more utilitarian, one leg over and then the other, but then again he 
supposed it was probably easier for him. He got himself in and settled against the cloth wall with a minimum 
of fuss and bother, wedging himself a little deeper into the corner as Steve made a somewhat wobbly 


entrance. 


"Fucking - laundry baskets, what the fuck," he muttered, knocking shoulders with Joe and half-falling into the 
space Joe had left him. "Life At The Top, this is." 


"Damn right," Joe said cheerfully. "Look, you can't say this isn't one of the most ridiculous ideas we've ever 


had. And what's rock and roll without the absurd, right? Not half as much damn fun" 
"You call this fun" Steve gave Joe sort of a sideways glare. "I don't” 


"Well then, you're clearly not in touch enough with your inner child" Joe wiggled himself a little farther down, 
any minute now the crew were going to have to cover them up with something. He saw Steve glance warily 
upwards before doing the same. “Just think of how cool this would be if you were a lad of five." 


"If | were five," Steve growled, "and you weren't a bloody giant, there would be an awful lot more space in 


here." 


There was a flapping noise of fabric being shaken out, and then someone threw what had to be a tablecloth 
over the top of the basket. Instantly it was dim inside, but not black - enough light filtered through the thin 
nylon of the basket that Joe could still see Steve's profile, and watch him shut his eyes in something like 


resignation. 

The basket started moving, a bit jerkily at first. Joe forced himself to relax - it was no good getting tense 
right before a show, he'd only wind up being jittery despite himself, so a few deep breaths were definitely in 
order - 


"Fuck," Steve muttered beside him, and shifted suddenly, making the basket veer a litle. 


Somebody thumped the outside. "Settle down in there." 


Steve's eyes looked huge in the near-darkness, and he poked at the covering tablecloth. "Got to move this 
fucking thing, | can't get any air - can't we - fuck, | need out of this thing.’ 


Joe frowned, and reached up to pull Steve's hand away. "We can't, we're going to be out in the arena in a 
minute, they'll see us - just sit back, all right? It won't be long." He slid his hand up to Steve's shoulder, 
squeezed it to steady him, and found Steve was shaking. That wasn't good, not with Steve's breathing speeding 
up the way it was. "Steve, mate," he said, and tried to make his voice soothing. "Look. | tell you what - sit back, 
just how you were, and tell me what you were laughing at earlier." 


"What d'you mean?" Steve shuddered and swallowed, and Joe petted a hand gently down his arm, the movement 
recalling the last time he had had to deal with a spooked horse. A spooked guitarist wasn't much different 
really. 


"When | got into the dressing room." Joe forced a little extra animation into his voice, though the crowd roar 
was close enough now that he brought the volume right down and leaned closer so it would still carry. "You 


and Phil were howling about something, what happened?" 


‘Oh. That." The expression on Steve's face was really closer to a grimace than a smile, but Joe let it pass. "Phil 


was doing impressions. Marilyn" 

Joe grinned. "Nancing about with no trousers on, pretending his shirt will blow up at any moment? As if he had 
any modesty left to worry about." The mental image was a good one, and he launched into a fairly decent, if 
quiet, impression of what Phil might sound like singing "Happy Birthday, Mr. President". He was gratified to get a 
faint laugh out of Steve, who still looked a bit white around the mouth but was clearly paying more attention 
to Joe than to the laundry basket, at last. A minor triumph. "What brought this on?" 

"Dunno. Is there ever really a reason?" 

"Days that end in 'y'," Joe said philosophically. "I suppose we ought to have known it. We did hire a Girl - and he 
does have the hips for it." He snickered. "I'll have to ask him if he does special events - parties and the like, 
you know." 

"Yeah," Steve said. "Jumpin out a cake, or -" 

A door banged and the crowd suddenly became deafening. 


"Shit" Steve whispered, and went whipcord-tense under Joe's hands. "So many - so loud, | need out -" 


"Steve," Joe said, a little desperately, and grabbed Steve's chin to make Steve meet his eyes. "Hold on, man, 


we're almost there, | promise." 


Steve shook his head in violent negation. "Can't - | can't, no air - can't get -" 


"Shit," Joe said, in heartfelt agreement with the look of total panic on Steve's face, and grabbed him tightly 


with both arms, crushing his mouth to Steve's. 

For a moment, Steve froze. Joe held on, not breaking the kiss but not demanding any more from him either. Six 
heartbeats, ringing in Joe's ears, and then there was a sharp bump, and the crash of a heavy door shutting, 
and the crowd noise was suddenly so much less. 

In his arms, Steve shuddered hard, head to toe, and then went slack all at once; Joe held onto him for a 
moment longer, then let go, and reached up to shove the sheet back with somewhat unnecessary violence (but 
only somewhat). 

"There," he said softly. "That wasn't so bad, was it?" 

Steve stared up at him, all dark-shadowed eyes and ghostly pallor but for the unnatural redness of his mouth. 
With great care, he got an elbow underneath himself, then pushed himself up and sat, panting slightly, stil 


visibly unsteady. It took him a moment to get his breathing evened out, and before he was quite there he was 
already halfway out of the basket. 


Joe sat a moment longer, then knelt up and clambered out. 
"That went well, | think," Malvin said, glancing after Steve's quickly retreating back. "Is he all right?" 


"Bit claustrophobic, but | think so." Joe made weighing motions with his hands, and spoke quietly. "We've got a 
couple minutes before liftoff, right? He'll be fine by then" 


"Good" Malvin stuck out a hand for Rick to haul on. Seeing him thus clearly distracted, Joe bent over and 
touched his toes twice to stretch out, then without making a conscious decision, wandered off in the direction 


Steve had gone. 


Joe found him down the corridor, bent almost double over his guitar, and simply stood, saying nothing, until 
Steve looked up. 


"You gonna be all right?" Joe asked gently. 


"Yeah." Steve's voice was almost inaudible, but he stood up and away from the wall and shook his hair slightly 


back, so it didn't cover all of his face, and Joe could see that he had some colour back in his cheeks. 
"Good. 'M sorry to be so.. direct” Joe gave him a wry smile. "Normally I'll court a girl a little more, but..” 


"| needed it," Steve said softly. Then he stepped forward, rocking onto the balls of his feet, and brushed a 
quick, light kiss against Joe's lips. "Thanks." Behind the wall of blond hair, Joe caught a glimpse of half a smile. 


"Places," bellowed Malvin, "get your arses out there, it's showtime!" 


"You heard the man," Joe said, and patted Steve's bicep. "Knock ‘em dead, Clarkie." 


Steve straightened his guitar strap and nodded sharply, a crisp acknowledgement. Then the lights went down 
and the intro track roared out into the arena and the crowd roared back, and Joe bounded up the stairs, 


knowing his band was behind him. 


Chapter Two 


Author's Notes: 
Another bunny I\'d had bouncing around and realised | could deal with at the same time. Thanks for the 


splendid welcome! 


Basket Cases 


As much as he might have liked to, there wasn't any getting around it. He'd been slow on the uptake, not 
paying attention when decisions had been being made, and to absolutely everyone's surprise, Steve had called 
Joe as his partner, and Phil had shrugged (though he had looked, for a moment, just a little hurt) and promptly 
commandeered the small cart as his own, and that left Sav with exactly no options other than climbing in next 


to an extremely surly-looking Rick and waiting for the tablecloth to seal them in 


"Fucking Phil," Rick grumbled. He was rubbing the heel of his hand against one thigh, as though it hurt, and 


looking as though he could quite cheerfully punch someone out. 


"What?" Sav sat back, then realised that if he faced Rick, he'd be pointed backwards, an idea he didn't much 
like. Turning around was complex and would probably result in someone's elbow meeting someone else's head, so 
he stretched himself forward, winding up lying on his stomach, and then rolled over onto his back. That was 
much better. 


"Bastard nearly dumped me in here on my face, that's all. Had to catch myself on my hand" Rick sighed. "Hope 
| didn't hurt it" 


"We'd all better hope that," Sav agreed, and meant it. As the other half of the rhythm section, he felt he had 


even more of a vested interest than the rest of them in whether or not Rick could play. 


Rick caught the Velcro strap of his drumming glove between his teeth and ripped it open, shoving the fabric 
down his hand. "Hm," he said noncommittally. "Looks all right, at least, but it.. just don't feel quite right" 


Sav stretched out a hand and caught Rick's wrist casually. "Give us a look, then" He took Rick's lack of 
protestation as a sign of consent, and peeled back the glove a little more. It was too dark to see, really, but he 
let his fingertips roam over Rick's palm, looking for the roughness of a graze or the feeling of a tiny little 
bone slightly out of place. There was nothing, just Rick's skin and the pulse beneath it. 


The thought came to him, unbidden, that this was the closest he'd gotten to Rick in months. 


Of all the things that Rick's accident had changed, the one that Sav resented the most was the fact that Rick 
wasn't fearless with his skin anymore. His skin had failed him, after all; it hadn't kept him together when it 
counted, and now he hid it in case it should betray him again At first Sav had thought that would be the 
worst of it, just the visual weirdness - he could have coped with that, even helped him hide it, as they had all 
done. They'd been doing all right, just after Rick got out of hospital. He'd been his old self, albeit wobbly from 
the painkillers and somewhat apt to drop things. But as his dosages decreased and full awareness of the world 
around him crept back in, he'd stopped letting them touch him. For awhile his excuse had been the pain, which 
had lingered and made him flinch away. But it had gone on, well past the time when anyone would have 
expected him to reclaim his old habits. He'd shrug out of well-meaning hugs - he never gave them anymore. 
The kid brother seemed to have grown up, grown out of his tactile ways. This new Rick was standoffish, 


almost wary. Sav understood. That didn’t mean he liked it, though. 


Carefully, he tugged the soft glove up over Rick's palm, and fastened it tight with the strap. But he didn't let 
go of Rick's hand. 


He knew, he knew it was a stupid idea, especially right before a show, even bringing it up at all was stupid, it 
didn't stop his mouth from opening. 


"You're letting me touch you again 


The sentence hung in the air between them for a very long moment. Sav risked a glance upward at Rick's face, 


but couldn't read him. 
"| suppose | am," Rick said finally, his tone so carefully neutral that Sav wanted to scream. 


Its not a bad thing, you know." His throat felt tight, but at this point there was no going back. "I've. we've all 
missed that" 


Rick didn't answer. 

"We've missed you," Sav clarified, rather miserably, and decided he should definitely have shut up ages ago. 
"'ve been here," Rick said. 

Sav looked up again, catching that unnatural, un-Rick-like stoniness to his face. "Not like you used to be." 
"So?" Rick's voice was harsh. "Shit happens, people change. What do you know about it, anyway?" 

Sav set Rick's hand down on his knee. "Not much," he admitted quietly. "But | do know that none of us are 
afraid of you. You could stop acting like we are. Or like you're afraid of us. | don't think you've changed that 


much. | understand, with the press and the fans and all - that's hard, | know it. But.. us too?" 


lm not," Rick said gruffly. 


Some battles weren't worth fighting. "Fine. Have it your way. Just.. we're nothing but proud of you, all right? 
Joe can barely take his eyes off you in rehearsal, he's so impressed." It was an exaggeration, but it wasn't 
much of one - Sav well remembered their first rehearsal after the accident, and how stunned Joe had looked 
when the realisation had hit him that they were going to be able fo do this “Fuck's sake, Rick, we're about to go 
back on stage. Studio work is one thing, but we're about to go out there and show them all - the fans, the 
competition, the fucking critics - we can still do this for real, all five of us, and we're going to blow the roof 
off this fucking arena. Together. Just like we always have." He blinked up at Rick. "No. | take that back. Not just 
like. Better: 


"tm not worried about that." Rick still wasn't looking at him. 


"No, | know, that's what I'm sayin’ - neither are we." Sav sighed. "To be honest, the only thing we're worried 
over is if we can still hug you onstage, or even off, without you getting all twitchy.” 


Rick rolled his eyes. "I don't get twitchy.” 


"Right, that's a lie" And there was only one possible response to it. The laundry basket was not big enough to 
do anything gracefully, Sav hitched himself up just enough, and rolled over on top of Rick, wrapping both arms 
around him tight enough to make him squeak in protest. 


Rick was tense underneath him, but Sav ignored it, and tucked his head very deliberately underneath Rick's 


chin. "In case you weren't following along, this is where you prove me wrong," he said softly. 


A door crashed open and the basket bumped, not gently, over the doorjamb and into what, from the noise, had 
to be the arena proper. Rick clutched hard at Sav to steady them - Sav wondered, just for a moment, what 
he would do if Rick let go once the basket was back on flat floor. 


Rick gave a tiny shudder, then sighed, and spread his hand out flat against Sav's back. He didn't completely 
relax, but he didn't let go either. 


"Hey, now, that's better," Sav said, though he wasn't sure Rick could even hear him over the crowd. 


And it was better. For the space of a few deep breaths, Sav stopped worrying - this felt good, this felt right, 
this was what had been missing. Why had he, why had any of them for that matter, let it go on so long? This 
was exactly what they should have done ages ago. Now if only Rick was picking up the same thing. 


He wished they were standing, not crushed into a nylon bag on wheels: it would have been easier to look at 
Rick, and wouldn't have meant moving from a position in which he was perfectly comfortable. But he needed to 


know, so he lifted his head, being careful not to clock Rick in the chin as he did it. 


Rick was watching him, with a strange look on his face - half bewildered fondness, half incompletely- 
suppressed nerves. Still, he looked as though he might finally be listening - as though he might finally have 


understood. 

"We love you, all right?" Sav said, gently. "We do. All of us. Remember that. Leppards stick together.” 
Unexpectedly, he found himself smiling. "And you can hide from everyone else if you like, but so help me, if 
you try and hide from us when we're in the mood to stick together, we will hunt you down and.. | dunno, hug 
you into submission” 


"A fate worse than death," Rick said, serious-faced except for an awfully familiar glint in his eyes. 


"You better believe it," Sav assured him. "I happen to know that Joe's bearhugs can crack ribs. So I'd advise 


you not to beg trouble, Richard Allen 
"Right, officer." That was definitely a smile, and Rick's fingers tapped a quick quintuplet figure on his back. 


The basket rattled over another doorjamb, shaking them both and making Sav slip just enough sideways that 
he slid off of Rick and onto his side. But neither of them let go. 


"Are we all right?" Sav asked quietly. 

"Yeah." Rick's voice was warm. 

"No more bloody hiding?" 

"Heh. Wasn't. But no." 

"Were too." Sav shoved Rick's shoulder, lightly, and got a cuff to the back of his head for his troubles. 
"Was not" Rick grinned at him. "What do | have to do to shut you up? Because I'll do it” 

"Ooh, now there's a dangerous question" Sav grinned back at him, pondering his options. Then something 
occurred to him - what would he have dared the old Rick to do? The answer came to him immediately. "You 
know what? If you want me to shut up, here's what you're gonna do - you're gonna get out of this basket, 
and you're going to kiss and make up with Phil, is what." 

Rick snorted. "Because he needs more attention, is that it?" 

"Well, Steve did ditch him for Joe," Sav pointed out. "But mostly because I'll enjoy watching his face." 


"Fair enough." Rick nodded. 


The basket rattled to a stop and the cloth was pulled back from the top. "You two look cozy," Malvin observed 
dryly. 


“There weren't seatbelts," Sav said, in highly affronted tones. "What sort of safety measures are those, |'d like 


to know? We're just doin’ the best we could to keep from bein’ thrown about" 

"Right. Out, both of you." Malvin shook his head and walked away; they could hear him talking quietly to Joe. 
Rick looked at Sav and raised an eyebrow. "Seatbelts?" he said wryly. 

Sav nodded firmly. "We got to look out for you, you know." 

They grinned at each other for a minute, then Malvin was back, holding out a hand to Rick rather imperiously. 
Rick chuckled and took it, allowing Malvin to haul him to his feet and steady him as he climbed out. Sav got out 
too, and leaned against the basket, watching with barely concealed glee as Rick loped off after Phil, calling out 
"Hey, wait up!" 

"Yeah?" Phil halted when Rick grabbed him by the shoulder, then yelped in surprise as Rick used that hold to 
reel him in tight and kiss him full on the mouth, forcefully enough that there was an audible smack when Rick 
pulled away and looked him straight in the eye. 


Collen, you're a bastard, but | like you," he said. 


Phil blinked at him twice and gave himself a little shake. "Okay," he said slowly, every line of his body radiating 


puzzlement. 


Rick looked over Phil's shoulder and gave Sav a wink and a thumbs-up so enthusiastic that Sav doubled over 
laughing. 


"Rockstars," sighed Malvin. "All right, boys, get your guitars on" 


Still chuckling, Sav went to find his tech. They had a crowd to wow, and by God they were going to do it, if he 
had anything to say about it. 


Chapter Three 


Author's Notes: 

This part required a lot of research before | was confident enough to tackle the Twins-my thanks to 
steveclarkguitar.com and the extensive collection of interviews, which finally did the trick. And this is still, of 
course, for Ria and Jay. 


Basket Cases 


Phil wasn't really afraid of anything. He'd practically built a career on it: everything from being photographed in 
makeup and high heels, to giving the biggest pop-metal band in the world ballads to play that were the musical 
equivalent of a giant sloppy kiss. Well, and there was the workout schedule that had given him the ability to pin 
Joe to the floor if he felt so inclined, despite their height difference. That was good too. 


It was how he'd ended up with Steve - of course there'd been the natural tendency for the two of them to 
bond, but Steve, who was afraid of a lot of things, had been so drawn to Phil's natural tendency to forge on 
ahead and damn the torpedoes. Phil was half terrible role model, half insane life coach, he thought sometimes, 
but the thing was it worked for him and it most always had, and the days Steve was most successful at 


copying it were the days he was happiest. There were worse performance reviews, all things considered. 


And Phil loved him. He'd known that for ages. Amongst the many things he was determined not to be afraid of 
was the way Steve could change, the way he could be beaming pure sunshine one minute and hiding in the 
shadows the next - that was just Steve, it was how he was, artistic temperament and all. Steve loved Phil, 
anyway, just as much when he was happy as when he wasn't. Phil had never doubted that, not since the first 
time the two of them had stayed up all night, kicked back on the couch in that very first "band house" in 
Dublin with a couple of bottles of vodka and just talked about nothing until Joe had staggered down the stairs 
and asked them blearily what they thought they were doing and they'd realised it was morning. In that 
uncertain greyish light, they'd looked at each other and wondered what they did think they were doing, and Phil 
had smiled and Steve had smiled back, a different softer smile that took years off his face; Joe had stomped 
off with a snort, muttering that they were obviously too drunk to be of any use, as there could be no other 
good reason they'd ignore him like that. Phil had kissed Steve then, with the radio going in the background and 


Joe clanking about with the teakettle, and it couldn't have been nicer. 


So if Steve clung to him sometimes, it was fine - it was good, even. Not because Steve was afraid, but 


because Phil got to feel as though he was helping somehow. 


"I wish | could just crawl inside you," Steve had whispered, late one night when the booze had been flowing 


freely for hours already and he'd been drinking as though he was trying to drown. Phil had been holding him up 


for so long that Steve's weight against his shoulder was of no consequence anymore, forgotten because it was 


so natural. 
"You're a bit tall," Phil had said warmly. "Dunno if you'd fit. But we can try." 


And that was how it was, in the end. Steve didn't always fit. But they did try. And Phil knew Steve knew Phil 


would always, always be there to hold him up. 


Which was why it was so odd that when it came to the baskets, Phil, who had been confidently expecting Steve 
to claim him for a partner, found himself alone. Of course, if it wasn't Steve he was sharing with, being alone 
was better than trying to work another set of knees and elbows into a not-very-large space. One of the many 
things Phil knew about himself was that he had a tendency to be pointy - usually okay, sometimes even 
convenient, until it came down to trying not to clock a bandmate in the face. But he and Steve had long since 
come to terms with the fact that they were both built entirely of lawnchairs and if they passed out on each 
other, as had happened often enough over the years, any resulting bruises were to be forgiven Laundry 
baskets had seemed like a doable proposition, despite Steve's deep aversion to tiny spaces, at least Phil took up 


less space than anyone else. 


That he should have picked Joe instead was perhaps not entirely strange, but still, Phil spent his basket ride 
pondering the physics and geometry involved in wedging the two tallest members of the band into one laundry 


basket, and coming up with answers that made him stretch out just because he could It was clear enough 


neither of them would be able to. 


Thankfully, when Phil got onstage, Steve was smiling and Joe was doing a terribly good Tigger imitation, so 
obviously they had worked out some way of not killing each other. Sav and Rick seemed to have done even 
better, given the unaccustomed enthusiasm with which Rick had accosted him under the stage and the way 
Sav had been laughing. Not that he didn't rather like Sav's laugh, or that he'd ever pass up a freely given kiss 
from Rick - they'd been in short supply for a long time. All in all, these baskets seemed to have been a pretty 
good idea. Questions he might have, and he was definitely going to get them answered, but they could wait 


until later. 


Later was a while in coming. The gig was a blur of bright lights and loud noises, and then backstage was full of 
people who wanted to shake his hand; a towel was thrown over his head and he shoved it back in time to see 
Joe grinning at him, but the singer was quickly swallowed up by the crowd of well-wishers. He caught sight of 
Steve across the room, with a blonde on either side and a beer in his hand already. No sense in breaking up 


the party, he thought, and turned to find out who was calling his name this time. 


Minutes that felt like hours, and a soft robe and a car and something like silence, and a shower and a dark 
hotel room with a bed, but he couldn't stay. There had to be a party somewhere at which he was expected. 
And there was, down in the hotel bar, and another round of handshakes and some dancing and a glass sweating 
icy condensation and finally, over there in the corner, Joe and Sav beckoning him in More things in his glass, 
hours that felt like days; Joe kissing Sav on the forehead The music changed, and there was Rick with half the 


crew, laughing, and that was good, and Sav was saying something in Joe's ear, Joe's arm loose around his 


shoulders, Sav's hand spread almost possessively over Joe's breastbone. 

"We're going upstairs," Sav said, leaning into Phil. "You comin’ with us?" 

He didn't know. Joe looked at him with the eyes of a sleepy tiger and said nothing, only smiled. 

Sav nodded, as though he'd said something, though he hadn't. "Goodnight, then. Look after Steve." He and Joe 
slid out of their seats, still hanging onto each other, and Phil wondered if it was drink or something else that 
was making them unsteady. 

He hadn't looked for Steve, unconsciously knowing there was only one place he would be, and of course when he 
did look Steve was there: hunched over on a barstool, one hand in his hair, the other drawing patterns in the 
air as he talked to the bartender. Phil slipped through the crowd and ducked in next to him, mentally gauging 
Steve's heavy eyelids and slightly indistinct speech against all the other nights just like this. 


"Hey, baby," he purred, broadening his words into parody-American. "Whats a pretty thing like you doin’ in a 
place like this?" 


Steve grinned, easy and relaxed now, with God only knew how much booze in him. "Same as you - drinkin.” 


"Ah, but | ain't been drinkin." Phil smiled. "Just hangin’ out with Sav and Joe - they've gone now, up to bed | 
guess. Past Sav's bedtime." 


"Past Rick's," Steve said, twisting to look over his shoulder at the crowd. "But | suppose he's all right. He was 
damn good tonight." 


"We all were." The truth of the statement made him feel warm. "We're a damn good band." 
"We are that." Steve raised his glass in acknowledgement, then drained it. "You were hot" 

"You were hotter." Phil squeezed his arm. "You looked really good out there." 

"Joe kissed me," Steve said, and it didn't sound like it was meant to be a non sequitur, but still. 


"When was this? During? After?" He was sure he'd have noticed something like that onstage, but anything 


could have happened afterwards. 


"No - before. In the basket - | was losin’ it, totally flippin’ out ‘cos of it being so closed in, and he kissed me. 


Isn't that weird?" 
Phil could only blink at him. "Ah, yeah - that is a bit -" 


‘Surprised me," Steve continued, obviously not really waiting for Phil's response. "But it was good he did. Kept 


me steady. Nicer than smackin' me across the face." 


"That's Joe, he's all heart" Phil tried to school the bewilderment off his own face. Of all the things that could 
have explained Steve surviving the baskets, that was the last that he would have expected. He was definitely 
going to have to talk to Joe in the morning. 


"He is, you know. He's like you." Steve looked sideways at Phil through his fringe. "Lot like you, really. Only 
bigger. More... solid, like. Like | could hide behind him if | needed to." He toyed idly with his empty glass. "He's 
good at protecting." 

Phil propped his chin on his elbow and tried to think faster than he was talking. "So that's why..?" 

Steve smiled crookedly, his cheeks a little pink. "I wish you were taller, Phil. Don't you wish you were taller?" 
"What, and have to work out how to breathe at such a high altitude as you bloody great giants? No, thank 
you." Phil snorted, but fondly, because it was impossible not to love him, really. "Besides, if | was taller, | 
wouldn't fit so nice under your arm when I've got to drag you home." 


"Ah." Steve pointed at him in acknowledgement. "True. All right. You have your uses." 


Phil swatted him lightly on the arm. "Fuck you, Steve. And here | thought you loved me, and all this time 


you've only been using me. As a crutch." 

"The best crutch in the world," said Steve, smiling. "My favourite. You're just not.. much good as a wind 
shelter, that's all" Very carefully, he slid down from his stool and slung an arm around Phil's shoulders, 
swaying into him. "Let's go home, ah?" 

"Let's," Phil agreed, and steered them both out the door and into the elevator. 

The ride up to their floor wasn't long, but Steve was growing increasingly dozy, and by the time Phil got Steve 
to his door he had to prop Steve against the wall and pat him down for his keys so that he could let them 


both in. There was no way Steve was coordinated enough for that. 


From there to the bed was a well-practiced if not particularly graceful waltz, and Phil watched Steve pick 


uselessly at one shoelace for a minute before shoving him back onto the mattress, not ungently. 

"Let me," he said, stooping to undo the knots quickly and deftly, then lifting Steve's feet up onto the bed. 
"Phil," Steve whispered, and caught his wrist. "Don't go?" 

"Wasn't planning on it," Phil admitted. 


"Did |." Steve forced his eyes open It looked difficult. "Did | really sound good out there?" 


"Of course you did, you great wanker.” Phil smoothed Steve's hair back from his face. "You know you did. 
You're the best in the world" 


"When I'm out there with you," Steve mumbled, just barely intelligible. Then his eyelids fluttered closed. 

"And he's gone," Phil murmured to himself. He surveyed Steve's sleeping form for a moment, then covered him 
up with the duvet. He did get cold so easily. Then he kicked off his own shoes, pulled off his shirt and jeans, 
and slid underneath the other side, laying a hand gently on Steve's ribcage. 


"I love you too," he said, and Steve breathed, and they slept. 


Chapter Four 
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Basket Cases 


People tended to forget that Sav wasn't stupid. For awhile this had irked him, everyone else in the band had 
their share of blond moments too, it wasn't as though he was the only one. But people only looked at book 
smarts, or wiseguy comebacks, or the ability to reel off trivia What they missed was Sav's chief area of 
expertise, one honed through long hours reading cues from nothing more than the set of someone's shoulders. 
Sav was a bassist, and moreover he was a good bassist, which meant knowing exactly what was supposed to 
happen and being able to figure out if it wouldn't, and why not, and what would happen instead. As scattered as 
he might sometimes be offstage, he had absolute confidence in his ability to do that onstage. And it was 
justified, too. He knew his bandmates - a lot better than they realised he did, sometimes, which was handy now 
and then You could learn a lot about somebody from watching them play, if you knew what to look for, and if 
nobody paid attention to the fact that you were looking. After all, he was just the cute space cadet with the 
bass - what did he know, anyway? 


He'd known Phil and Steve would fall for each other, certainly before Steve had realised it, though he wasn't so 
sure he'd beaten Phil to it - Phil was quick, and he wouldn't have let the knowledge slow him down anyway. Of 
course, Sav's confidence had something to do with the law of averages - everyone in the band had fallen for 
Phil more than a little. Some of it was probably sheer relief: from the first moment they'd heard him play, 
they'd all known Phil was much, much more than a stopgap. So they loved him because he had saved them, and 
because he'd made them better by saving them, and they loved him more for his fearlessness and razor wit, 
and the way he walked in heels had put them all past the tipping point. And that was what Steve needed, poise 
and grace and unsinkable faith, plus the fingers of a virtuoso and the moves of a samba dancer. Sav had 


watched Steve watching Phil, with a weird sort of hunger in his eyes, and knew how it would play out. 


It was the world's least surprising surprise when Joe had come to him, all wide-eyed, to confide that he'd 
caught Phil and Steve kissing out back of the studio, and he didn't think they'd seen him, and what was he to 
say? Sav's advice had been simple, direct, and to the point: "Nothing. It won't hurt the band any, and Phil seems 
to be good for Steve. Don't you go and scare them." Joe had expressed doubts, but had taken the advice - at 
least, up until the point he and Sav had walked in on them kissing on the studio couch, at which point there had 
been laughter, some flying throw cushions, and an exhortation to get a room, there were ladies present. Sav 


was never sure whether his or Phil's upholstered missile got Joe first. 


Only slightly surprising was seeing Phil kiss Joe, a couple of weeks later, after a particularly successful 
rehearsal - Joe wasn't nearly as hard a sell as he let on, and Phil knew how to be gentle and unassuming. Sav 


merely smiled to himself, kept his own counsel and an eye on Steve, and bided his time. 


lronically, he'd been the last one Phil came to, well after alcohol, boyish exuberance, and a post-show wrestling 
match had earned Phil his first chance with Rick It wasn't a bit like a seduction: Phil had just asked him, "can | 
kiss you, then?", because they'd both known what the answer would be well in advance, and the only question 
Sav had wanted answered afterwards was why it had taken Phil so long. 


Phil had smiled at him and tugged one of Sav's curls out to its full length, then let it spring back. "I wasn't 


worried about you," he'd said simply. "And you never worried about me. So | could take my time getting to 


you." 


"No," Sav had agreed. "| didn't." 
"Besides," and Phil's eyes had gained a wicked twinkle, "I knew you was easy.’ 


Sav had snorted, and kissed him again to shut him up, because Phil was a brilliant kisser, and not entirely 
wrong either, and that way everyone won. They'd parted smiling, and Sav had tapped a fingertip right between 
Phil's eyebrows, making his eyes cross comically. "Just.. don't hurt Steve, all right?" he'd said quietly. 


The sudden, almost painful honesty in Phil's face had been all the answer Sav had needed. "I could never." 


"He does a good enough job of it all on his own" Sav had sighed, and hugged Phil roughly. "You're okay, Phil. | 


think it's gonna work out." 
"What, me and him? The band? Everything in general?" Phil's voice was gently teasing. 
"Everything in general, | think," Sav had confirmed. 


So far, his crystal ball was about as accurate as usual. It had been five years, and not easy years either, not 
for any of them, but Phil was still there, and so were all the rest of them, despite all the near misses. And 
Phil had kept his word: in all that time, through all that trouble, he'd stuck by Steve, never letting himself be 
pushed far enough away that he wasn't within easy reach the instant Steve needed him back. It was a 
particular talent of Phil's, and the band had been grateful for it often enough. 


Still, from the looks that had passed between Joe and Steve all night, and the way Phil had been oddly careful 
around Steve, Sav decided it might be wise to get debriefed There seemed to be something going on, and Joe 
definitely knew what it was. 


He got his chance on the way back to the hotel, managing to get himself tucked under Joe's arm on the way 
out of the arena so they both tumbled into the waiting car together. In the backseat, Sav leaned heavily 


against Joe and enjoyed the weight of Joe's arm around him. "So. View from the top - how'd we do?" 


"If we can do that every night, its going to be a good tour," Joe said, hugging him a little tighter. "What | want 
to know is, what happened to Rick? He was certainly in a more affectionate mood than usual - | mean, he 


actually hugged me after the show, and | heard he kissed Phil. You know anything about that?" 


Pride was a nice warm feeling. "Those baskets weren't a half-bad idea, you know - | had him cornered, so we 


talked it out. | got his word he'd stop trying to hide from us. | guess he meant it. S'good" 


"Good? Man, that's brilliant!" Joe shifted just enough to look at him, and the light in his eyes was beautiful to 


behold. "You're a bloody marvel, Sav." 
"Ah, nah." Sav waved the praise off with a grin. "I just wanted a hug, really." 


"You can have one from me as well," Joe said, and added his other arm. "Unless mine aren't good enough for 


you anymore..." 


"| suppose you'll do." Sav hitched himself further around so he could get a leg over Joe's knees and sink into 
the hug properly. "You're good enough for Steve, obviously - by the way, tell me about that, and why | 
practically had to giftwrap Rick and send him over to Phil so's he wouldn't be all sad and lonely." 


"Damned if | know." Joe paused a minute, considering. "I guess Steve thought I'd do better than Phil with his 


claustrophobia. Which.. | dunno, it doesn't make a lot of sense, does it? That I'm more reassuring than Phil." 


"You are awfully reassuring." Sav nestled a little closer. "Maybe Steve knows what he's on about. | mean, if you 


hugged him like this." 

Joe laughed. "No, believe it or not, | actually kissed him." 

"What?" Sav sat back, feigning more shock than he actually felt, but the core of it was genuine. 

"Yeah, seriously!" Joe was blushing just a little. "He was panicking, right, and | figured - | had to distract him, 
and if | kissed him for long enough he'd have to breathe through his nose, and - well, anyway. It worked, that's 
the main thing. Got us there in one piece. And he kissed me back, once we were out, so he can't have minded 


too much." Joe shrugged. "D'you think Phil will kill me when he finds out?" 


"Nah. Medal of honour, more like." Sav settled back against Joe's chest. "But if you're worried, I'll stick with you 
- he's a wiry litle bastard but he can't take both of us." 


"Good thinkin’," Joe said, and rested his cheek against Sav's hair, chuckling low in his throat. 


In the back of his mind, Sav had sort of thought that they'd get to the party and Phil would be there and 
they would talk, and it would clear the air and then they could get on with things. Only, it didn't quite work like 
that - for one thing, a light buzz and Joe's hands on him all the time were enough to get Sav distracted 


enough that when Phil finally did turn up, looking pretty distracted himself, they didn't really talk. They just sat 
back and watched the party, and Joe sipped idly at his beer and drew circles on Sav's shoulder with his 
fingertips, and Sav leaned further and further into him and wondered why, if they were the big rockstars and 
they could do what they wanted, they couldn't just sneak out, and the more he thought about it the more 
tempted he was. And then, Joe, bless him, leaned in and kissed him on the forehead, muttering against his skin, 


"This place is dead - d'you wanna make a break for it?" 


Sav spread a hand on Joe's chest to steady himself; the beat of Joe's heart beneath it was strong and vital 
and enchanting. He turned his head to murmur in Joe's ear, "Aw, fuck yeah. Should we save Phil too - take him 
with us?" The idea didn't seem too bad, the three of them, and worse problems had been worked out in bed. 
Sav considered what kissing did with Phil's cheekbones, and liked the answer a lot. 


Joe hummed agreement, and Sav leaned back against Phil, with Joe still holding him securely. "We're going 


upstairs," he said, just loud enough for Phil to hear. "You comin’ with us?" 


From the looks of him, Phil was miles away and fathoms deep. A man in that kind of mood might stay lost in it 
all night; as far as Sav knew, there was only one really reliable cure for a zoned-out Phil, and he and Joe 
weren't it. However, he knew exactly where it was - up at the bar, where he'd been since he walked in 


"Goodnight, then. Look after Steve." 


He saw, as Joe helped him to his feet, awareness returning to Phil's face; yes, everything would be all right, 
and the important things would keep until morning. Bless Phil's mother hen tendencies, they'd keep both Terror 
Twins alive. Which was good, because with Joe's arm around him and that proprietary grip on his shoulder, Sav 


reckoned he was going to have other things on his mind. 


He managed to wait until the elevator doors closed behind them before he had both hands buried in Joe's hair, 
kissing him like he might starve without it. Joe's hands stroked down his back and settled at his waist, drawing 
him in But he feared the chime of the elevator announcing their floor, or worse, someone else's, and he broke 


away, panting. "God, will you stop fucking touching me like that? | can't cope -" 
"Sure." Joe's voice was slow and lazy, his eyes half-lidded His hands didn't move at all 


Joe smiled at him, that languid, smug smile that made the most of his cheekbones and that impossible bottom 
lip of his, and the elevator chimed, and Sav half-stifled a yell of frustration and dragged Joe bodily down the 
hall to his own room because it was closest, fumbled with the key for an excruciating minute before it slid 
home and the deadbolt turned and he practically fell in the door. It didn't matter, nothing mattered, because 
Joe had his hands up under Sav's shirt and Sav was tugging at the laces of Joe's leathers and thanking God 
that Joe had seen fit to wear clothes that came off easily because his own seemed to be no end of trouble, 
stupid jeans that were far too tight and a shirt that was - ow, caught on his chin, agh, and then his nose, and 
then his hair, and then the thing was finally bloody off and he tripped over the cuffs of his jeans, which were 
stuck on his shoes, ah, fuck, bloody shoes still on, have to kick them off, and Joe was laughing at him, but Joe 
was also naked so he didn't mind so much, in fact he didn't mind at all really, and he took a step back towards 


the bed, smiling his most come-hither smile, and fell over his shoe. 


From floor-level, Joe looked very tall, and very amused. And his arse hurt, and his elbows too, from landing on 


them, and his dignity hurt worst of all - he suspected it might be sprained, 


But then Joe was bending down, and picking him up, and setting him down gently on the bed, and really, that 


wasn't so bad at all. 
"You know what, it's a good thing you're cute," Joe opined, and climbed on top of him. 


Offhand, Sav couldn't disagree. 


Chapter Five 
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Basket Cases 


Rick wondered about the universe's sense of humour sometimes. That it existed, there was no doubt; how else 
could everything that had happened to his band be explained? Of course there was his accident, becouse a 
drummer with one arm was guaranteed comedy gold. And there was Joe's timely case of the mumps, and Phil 
and Steve having to live together while Phil was trying to dry out, and Steve bouncing in and out of hospital, 
and everything going wrong with production, and their mountain of studio bills that there just wasn't the 
money for despite them being confirmed million-sellers. It was as if they were being asked to prove that they 


really deserved it, in some sort of torture test. 


The thing was, it had worked. Somehow, their little five-man circus had hung on. Rick had realised that he 
needed the band, and he needed to play, and he'd fought for it, and it had come back to him, and now every 
show was just that little bit more important than it had been, that crucial bit - it was one more show, one 
show they could have not had, one show he could have not played, one show he was playing in spite of it all. 
One more show where all five of them were together, really present in that bit of space and time. One more 


point in their favour on the grand cosmic scoreboard, a successfully executed play. 


From where he was, he could even see it, in a way nobody else ever did. Being the drummer put him in a 
position something like a goalie, almost but not quite outside the field of play unless they came to him. 
Sometimes Sav would ricochet back and hang out for a verse or two, as if to remind them both that they 
were the rhythm section, they were brothers, they were tight. But the footlights and the pretty faces in the 
front row were usually a bigger draw. Rick didn't mind. It let him keep a better eye on exactly how things were 


going, watch everyone's backs and follow the nesting loops of their paths around the stage. 


They got used to him being at their backs, in a strange subconscious fashion, both musically and every other 
way. They trusted him to keep steady no matter what they were doing, whether they paid attention or not, 
even when his job was more complicated than anything they had to do. He was a drummer, that was what he 


was supposed to do. 


The unconscious stereotyping might have irked him, if it hadn't been true. He'd known it was for a long time. 
Joe and Sav had fought out the beginnings of their relationship in front of him as though he wasn't there, 
seeing only the hundred small betrayals of Pete Willis and the threat to the all-important band. Sav had been 


the only ally Joe had seen as unshakeable, then; the only one who had always been there. Sav had seen it all, 
been part of all the thousands of conversations in which Joe had laid bare the cherished hopes and dreams of 
an idealistic child. Sav had to understand, if anyone could, how important this was to him. So when Joe was 
forced to the wall, of course it would be Sav he would grab hold of to be lent the strength to do what had to 
be done. What Sav had given had been enough for Joe to plough forward, unhesitating; it had been quiet and 
cautious, as Sav so often was, but trusting. Rick had said little in the discussions, preferring to pay close 
attention to the subtext, which had told him more than the actual conversations could ever have done. Joe 
loved him and Steve, he had learned, and valued them highly as colleagues and friends, but when it came down 
to it, it was Sav's support Joe really needed. Sav knew it, couldn't have failed to know it - Joe wasn't hard to 
read, and had a well-documented tendency to get what he wanted. So he repaid Joe in kind, by being exactly 
what Joe needed him to be: a believer. A believer in the band; a believer in Joe's grand visions for the future; 
a believer in Joe himself. That level of emotional investment made Sav a major shareholder in Joe's happiness. 
It had been a surprise to absolutely no one, watching the two of them fall in love, holding tight to each other 
amidst the bullets like some sort of cheap melodrama - but as melodramatic as it might have been, it was 
also real, and it had strengthened the band as it strengthened both of them, which was good enough for 
everybody else, really. 


It wasn't that nobody considered what Rick might want. When Phil and Steve had offered to take him in after 
the accident, they'd meant it, and everyone had seen how good an idea it was. There couldn't have been a 
better environment to attack the future in Houseroom, space, no unwanted distractions save those offered by 
his housemates themselves. Best of all, they actually appreciated the noise. He'd loved it, and loved them for it. 
But part of the reason they had been able to give him so much space was that the two of them were so 
caught up in each other. Phil was much more of a bleeding heart than he ever tended to let on, and he was so 
used to caring for Steve that at times Rick thought Phil seemed almost relieved to have someone else to 
minister to, someone whose wounds were physical and obvious and showing signs of healing. Not all days were 
easy, and sometimes everything hurt and there hadn't seemed to be any point in going on, those were the 
days when Phil would work magic on him, anything from gently cajoling to shockingly abrasive depending on how 
much of a tonic he needed and what would work best. He was almost uncannily good at it, and some of it was 
natural talent, but a lot more was down to practice. Living with Steve took a lot of that. Rick's painful 
awareness of how little of that skill he himself had only served to underline his appreciation of what Phil did 
for Steve, and how much it took out of Phil. In a way, it had hastened his own recovery, because he felt guilty 
if he allowed Phil to fail in his efforts, so he tried harder to let Phil's quick wit and ready smile help, and as a 
predictable result, they did, mostly, and Phil would go away feeling as if he'd won something. It was all Rick 
could really contribute to the cause, aside from doing exactly what they had all probably fully expected he 
would do and concentrating on his own problems to the exclusion of everyone else's. He knew the futility of 
getting between Phil and Steve, even on the days where they fought and Phil stormed out (always taking 
himself away, never throwing Steve out) and Steve stumbled upstairs in a haze of liquor and depression and 
wouldn't listen to anyone. But though on the one hand letting other people's problems slow him down wouldn't 
have helped anyone, it didn't mean Rick wouldn't let Steve talk, if he wanted to. Steve was scared. Steve was 
always scared. And part of that, Rick knew very well, was his fault, so if he could help, he wanted to try. As 
long as he could keep Steve from hurting himself any worse before Phil was able to come back and put him 


back together, he felt he was doing well. 


It didn't always work. Sometimes Steve would run. Then there were late-night telephone calls from hospitals far 
away, and Phil's face would go stony with fear and grief and anger and above all resignation, and Rick, who 
loved both of them, would stay upstairs and drum, trying to pound out his own emotions and make Phil know 
that he, at least, was trying his hardest to be better, that Phil didn't have to worry about hm. Phil would 
linger in the doorway of his drum room for a minute, with a smile that was weary and battered but no less 
genuine for that, and then he'd drift away and Rick would snap another stick on the edge of the drum frame, 
half aiming for a cymbal but half wanting to feel it shatter, splintering against his glove. If Phil noticed the 


broken sticks, he never said. 


Steve had come back, though. That was the important thing. He'd come back, and they'd sorted out the album, 
and their fans turned out to have long memories and they'd come back too, and the bruising behind Phil's smile 
had healed, and Sav had stopped glancing nervously at Joe before he opened his mouth, and Joe's shoulders had 
stopped being tense enough to support the weight of the entire universe. And here they were, back on tour 
behind a new album, precisely as they'd expected would happen after the Pyromania tour, and yet it was all 


such a surprise and a blessing. 


Sav's reminder, though - that had been timely and well-deserved. So many months of trying so hard to prove 
that he could stand on his own had made him forget that there were four people who needed to know that he 
remembered he didn't have to. And he didn't - they'd gone out on that stage and they'd destroyed the place, 
all five of them, just like before only better. And with every beat Rick watched all four of his bandmates keep 
his rhythm with their breaths, stomp it out with their feet, leap and fly and come back down to a solid landing 
on it, every one of them proving that they still trusted him to do his job. 


It seemed to him that it was about time he proved that he could give them back some trust of his own. 


That first night, there had been no time. It was only thanks to Sav that he'd had the idea at all, but once he'd 
seen the light deep in Phil's eyes, the astonished delight and long-buried, weakly flickering hope, it had been 
perfectly clear that Sav had picked his forfeit well. Maybe better than he knew, but Rick wasn't so sure - Sav 
was surprisingly good at that sort of thing. On a hunch, and surfing high on post-show adrenalin, he'd tried to 
get to Joe, but there'd been too many people, there wasn't time to do it properly, and he'd had to settle for a 
hug that he hoped had made itself clear that it meant business. The other three had disappeared on him, and 
by the time he'd caught up with them again, at the hotel bar, one look at Steve had told him it wasn't the 
time. Phil would have enough to deal with, and from the look of Sav, who kept licking his lips unconsciously, it 
might be a kindness to leave him to Joe's tender mercies undistracted. Anyway, he really didn't want to figure 
out how to distract anyone from Joe when he'd picked his prey and they were very definitely it. He'd seen it 
all before. They had a whole tour. He'd get his chance. 


He didn't have long to wait. Muster call that morning was relatively bright and early, and although Steve looked 
bleary and Sav had serious circles under his eyes, they were all on time. It was early days yet; diva antics 
would keep ‘til at least week two. Besides, the excitement of having their very own plane was more than enough 
to get them all at least acceptably awake. Joe was like a kid with a new toy - a big kid, and a big toy, but the 
way he scampered across the tarmac to pet its smooth metal flank and marvel at the propellers was so 


precious Rick almost didn't want to tease him about it. Almost. He kept himself to a few gentle jibes as they all 


buckled in for takeoff, and Joe cuffed him on the shoulder, but not hard. 


Behind him, Steve was holding tight to Phil's hand, but otherwise seemed quite all right. Sav was watching them 


all unobtrusively from behind a giant pair of sunglasses, looking unconcerned, 

Takeoff was smooth and uneventful. The moment the seatbelt signs went out, Rick was on his feet, exploring 
the tiny cabin along with the rest of them. They milled about for a few minutes, bumping into each other and 
the seats and exclaiming over their various discoveries, but there wasn't really all that much to discover, and 
once the possibilities were exhausted, they found themselves all staring at each other. 

"Right," said Joe, into the pause, "as we're all -" 

"We need to -" Phil jumped in, talking over Joe. 


"Can we -" Rick started, at the same time. 


"Right," Joe said again, only louder, and they fell silent again, grinning a little sheepishly. He held up a coffee 


mug. "I've got the conch." 

"Fine." Phil sat down on the arm of Steve's seat. "Speak, o glorious leader." 

"Share your mighty wisdom with us peasants," Steve said, leaning forward enough to see past Phil. 
"Peasants is right," Joe said comfortably. "Look, obviously, we all need to talk Unless I'm reading what just 
happened wrong, and | don't think | am." He looked around the circle for confirmation, and they all nodded; he 
nodded back at them and went on. "Well then. Who's got questions, raise your hand." 


Phil snorted. "Why don't we just ask ‘em? Here, I'll start -" 


"Ah, ah," Joe said, holding up a hand for silence and brandishing the mug with the other. "Conch. One at a time, 


or we'll never keep this civilised" 
"Can | start?" Steve said, startling them all as he reached a hand past Phil for the coffee mug. 


Joe blinked at him, but nodded. "Now thats what | mean by civilised. Thank you, Stephen. Yes, you may." He 


handed the mug ceremoniously to Steve, ignoring Sav's snicker. 
"Right," Steve said, and looked down at the mug for a moment, then up at Phil. "Are you angry with me?" 


It was Phil's turn to blink at him, but his recovery time was good, and he covered Steve's hand with his own 


"No. No, of course I'm not." 


"All right. That's all | need to know." Steve held out the coffee cup. 


"Give that here," Sav said, and climbed half over the back of his seat to snag the handle with his fingertips. 


"Are we allowed more than one question?" 
"| suppose," Joe said, showily grudging. "Go on, then 


"Okay" Sav leaned his elbows on the back of the seat, and propped his chin on his hands. "Steve, why'd you pick 
Joe and not Phil? And why'd you kiss him?" 


Steve bit his lip and thought for a moment, but when he spoke, his voice was surprisingly clear. "You all know 
how | am. | knew | was gonna have a hard time with them baskets. And | knew Phil would know, and - you'd 
baby me, you would." Phil clearly had to think about it for a moment, but Steve watched him until he nodded in 
acknowledgement. "| needed someone who wouldn't. Who'd just try to pretend everything was normal, that 
nothing was wrong, take me away from bein’ stuck in a stupid basket and not remind me that | didn't have to 
be scared, because all that does sometimes is - | hear ‘scared’ and | don't hear ‘don't be' no matter how much 
you mean it, and it's.. it's better if | just don't talk about it. | knew Joe wouldn't make me." He looked at Sav. 
"And the kiss, well - | know he's yours, but | owed him one." 


"I do know how to share." Sav grinned, ignoring Joe's squawk of protest at being claimed as a chattel. "l'm a big 
boy. And I'm not mad at you either, by the way, if you wanted to know." He held Steve's gaze until Steve 
nodded, then waved the coffee cup. "Okay. Who's next?" 


"Ooh, me," Phil said, and pounced on the coffee cup, looking around the room in obvious indecision until his eyes 


lit on Rick. "Rick That kiss - what the hell was that?" 
Phil's phrasing made them all chuckle, which gave Rick a moment to consider. "Sav and |, we had a talk He said 
I'd been being a wanker, and | had to agree, and when | offered my apologies he said he thought I'd better 


apologise to you too." He shrugged, deliberately expansive and innocent. "So | did” 


"Well, you can apologise to me any time if you do it like that," Phil said, shaking his head. "Bloody hell. I'd 


forgotten how nice you kissed." 

‘I'd forgotten how nice you kissed," Rick admitted. "In fact - ah, Phil, can | have the conch?" 

"Kiss me again and I'll think about it," Phil said slyly. 

If | kiss you again, you won't be able to think at all" Rick grinned. This was a threat he could make good on, 
despite Phil's evident amusement as he got up from his seat and made his way over. Still, there was one tiny 
thing he had to clear up first. He looked past Phil's shoulder, and met Steve's eyes, pale blue and knowing. 


"I'd say I'll give him back, but | could never take him away," he said softly. 


Steve smiled. "I'm a big boy too. Besides, | get to watch. Go on" 


"All right," Rick said cheerfully, settled his hand firmly in the back of Phil's hair for traction, and leaned in. Phil 
was surprisingly docile - Rick put it down to liking to be kissed - and his mouth was soft against Rick's, 
demurely closed. Rick let it stay that way for a moment or two. Simple pleasures were important, he felt. But 
there was too much of Rick's honour at stake to leave it at that, and besides, Phil had a mouth that would 


seduce a Mother Superior. 


He shifted his angle slightly, tipping Phil's head a little farther back so he could more easily get at Phil's 
bottom lip. There was a trick, he remembered, if he could bite just hard enough at just the right angle - 
there, that was it. Phil shivered, and brought his arms up around Rick, pulling him in tighter and letting Rick 
kiss his mouth open, a little bit at a time. It took a while, working in gradual increments, until Rick could flirt 
the tip of his tongue against Phil's. Carefully, calculatedly, he deepened the kiss, put some serious intent behind 
it, and felt Phil respond with the confident force of someone with a few intentions of their own, intentions they 


were quite sure would be well-received. 

They were, at that. Rick had gone into this with a plan, and he was determined to see it through, but it was 
developing new wrinkles by the minute, every time Phil's hands tensed, every fraction of a degree he leaned 
them farther back, every square inch more of Phil's body that was pressed against him as Phil arched his 
back to compensate. Still, Rick let the tingling of his skin inform him only as to how hard he wanted to kiss Phil 
back, and no more, just for the moment. They were leaning awfully far, and Phil's grip on him was awfully tight 
(and it felt good, that grip, like Phil really needed him, really wanted him right where he was), and any moment 
now they'd hit the tipping point - 


Gravity had been lying in wait for that one more quarter-inch lean backwards, and struck without mercy: Phil 


toppled backwards, off the arm of the seat and into Steve's lap as Rick squirmed free. 


Phil stared up at him, all stunned (glazed) eyes and slack mouth (so red, so damn red). Rick smiled at him, and 
darted in to snatch the coffee mug from the corner of the seat, where Phil had let it fall. 


"Looks like it's my show now, don't it," he said calmly. 

"And a bloody good show too," Steve said, his voice a little rough. "What d'you do for an encore?" 

"My second round of thanks" Rick considered the coffee mug. "Sav? You remember what you told me?" 
"Mmh?" Sav sounded a little dazed. "Yeah. l. yeah 

"You willing to swear everyone else here feels the same as you?" 

He turned, to watch Sav look at Joe, and then at Steve; he didn't have to look at Phil 


"Yeah," Sav said, and met Rick's eyes. "I weren't lyin." 


"| didn't think you were." Rick nodded, and set the coffee mug down. Then, with what he hoped was a very well- 
concealed deep breath, he reached out two fingers and lifted Steve's chin, just gently. The kiss he gave Steve 
was the sweeter, lighter cousin of how he and Phil had begun; he didn't try to deepen it, just let it be what it 


was for long enough that Steve would know it was meant. Then he pulled away. "That's for Dublin," he said. 
"Ah." Steve half-smiled, embarrassed. "T'weren't nothin’, really. | didn't do a thing and you know it" 


"No," Rick said quietly. "It was something. You helped. You were there. And | owe you just as much thanks. So 
don't you tell me you didn't" 


Steve looked as though he wanted to say something, but didn't. Phil, who had made no effort to move from 
Steve's lap, looked impressed. Satisfied for now, Rick turned back again, to survey the remaining two-fifths of 
his band. 


Joe was doing his very best to look casual, as he leaned against the back of the seat he'd originally been sitting 
in. But the way he'd pulled Sav against him was a bit of a giveaway - if Joe needed someone to hold onto, just 
to have someone to touch, then Rick felt he'd done pretty well. It lent his step an optimistic bounce as he 
crossed the cabin and collared Joe in an almost brutally enthusiastic hug. Joe made an oof noise and took his 
arm from around Sav to catch Rick up and hold him tight, which was just what Rick had been waiting for to 
raise up on the balls of his feet and kiss Joe hard. There was no pretense of holding back here, just a big, 
blatant display of affection. Joe leaned down into the kiss, giving back just as much, just as obviously. Then he 
broke away, his grin a marvel of satisfaction. "Bloody hell, Rick, ‘s been a while - where were you?" 


Rick felt his cheeks go hot. He leaned his forehead against Joe's shoulder to hide it, and because Joe was so 
rice and solid and reassuring and still hadn't let go of him. "That's for not giving up on me. Ever. Even when 


you should have." 


"Ah, none of that, | always knew you were comin’ back," Joe said cheerfully, and Rick knew the lie in the 
statement, but the truth in it overwhelmed that, and the simple joy in Joe's voice was so clear that trying to 
hear anything else in it was pretty well impossible. "And now you are back" 


"lam," Rick agreed, and reached up for another kiss just because he wanted it, because at that moment he 


loved Joe so much that he couldn't not kiss him. 


Joe gave it, and then let him go. He looked at Sav for a long moment, and with the gruffness of emotion in his 


voice, said, "Well, what're you waiting for? Get out here where | can get at you." 


Sav grinned and scrambled out of the seat, and then stood awkwardly in front of Rick for a moment before 
Rick sighed and Sav laughed and they both moved forward at the exact same moment, coming together for a 
sweet, searching kiss - one that found the answers almost before the questions were asked. It lasted for quite 


a long while. 


"| feel as though | ought to separate you," Joe mused eventually. "Because clearly, you're both enjoying that 


far too much." 

They hung on for an extra few seconds, mostly just for spite, and then moved just far enough apart that it 
became a loose hug. Rick reached up and pushed Sav's hair back far enough that he could see Sav's eyes 
clearly, for once, and smiled at him. "Thanks for the boot to the arse." 


"Anytime," Sav said solemnly. 


"Hobnails Of Horror! Savage's Savagery! Def Leppard Bassist In Sadism Shocker," Phil declaimed, from Steve's lap. 
Steve was actually holding him now; it looked surprisingly comfortable. "Bandmate Rick Allen Reveals All. 


"Belt up, Phil," Steve said, as Joe hooted with laughter. 
"Make me," Phil said smugly. 
"Your wish is my command" Steve quirked an eyebrow, and kissed him into silence. 


Rick looked at Sav, and then at Joe, who was leaning back, arms crossed, looking faintly bemused. "You never did 


get to ask a question," he said. 

"True." Joe collected the coffee mug and hefted it thoughtfully. "And nobody asked me one, either. Fine" He put 
his head on one side and addressed the air. "Joe, what would you like most now that your entire band is happy, 
you've discovered your drummer is a slut for kissing, and someone finally found a way to shut Phil up?" He 
stepped sideways. "Why thank you, Joe, l'm very glad you asked that. | would like my band to bring their happy 
selves to my room tonight after the show, rather than tucking themselves straight into bed like the good 
boys they are." 


"Hey, Phil," Rick said, grinning. "You might want to amend your front-page headline. Wild Nights With Leppard's 
Animals! You Won't Believe This Photograph." 


"Not you too," Joe growled, and cut in between Sav and Rick to palm Rick's chin upwards and kiss him roughly, 


but thoroughly. 

Sav snickered. "Love Bites - And So Does Joe Elliot!" 

Joe stared at him, with a look of betrayal. “Ugh, it's a disease" 
"Ive got your cure right over here, babe," Phil called 

Joe flung his arms in the air. "Ack Thats it. You're all hopeless” 


Phil shook his head confidently. "Naw, you love us." 


"And | ought to get my head examined," Joe said, flopping down on his seat. 
Sav leaned over and poked at Joe's hair. "I dunno, looks fine to me." 


"Just the usual delusions," Rick agreed. "And we've all got those. I'm sorry to say -" and he sat down carefully 


on Joe's knees, "I think you're stuck with us. Or we're stuck with you. One or the other." 
Joe rolled his eyes, but put an arm around Rick anyway. "Just my luck." 


"Yeah," said Rick, pulling Sav in and turning it into a strange multilevel triangular hug. "Why's everything got to 
happen to us, ah?" 


